University of Nebraska - Lincoln

DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln
Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and
Social Sciences

Great Plains Studies, Center for

Fall 2013

PLACE-BASED CIVIC EDUCATION AND
THE RURAL LEADERSHIP CRISIS IN
NEBRASKA
Christie L. Maloyed
University of Nebraska at Kearney, maloyedcl@unk.edu

J. Kelton Williams
Knox College, jkwillia@knox.edu

Follow this and additional works at: http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch
Part of the American Studies Commons, and the Geography Commons
Maloyed, Christie L. and Williams, J. Kelton, "PLACE-BASED CIVIC EDUCATION AND THE RURAL LEADERSHIP CRISIS IN
NEBRASKA" (2013). Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences. 1268.
http://digitalcommons.unl.edu/greatplainsresearch/1268

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by the Great Plains Studies, Center for at DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln. It
has been accepted for inclusion in Great Plains Research: A Journal of Natural and Social Sciences by an authorized administrator of
DigitalCommons@University of Nebraska - Lincoln.

Great Plains Research 23 (Fall 2013): 127-135
© 2013 Copyright by the Center for Great Plains Studies, University of Nebraska-Lincoln

PLACE-BASED CIVIC EDUCATION AND THE
RURAL LEADERSHIP CRISIS IN NEBRASKA
Christie L. Maloyed
Assistant Professor ofPolitical Science
University ofNebraska at Kearney
2200 Founders Hall
Kearney, NE 68847
maloyedcl@unk.edu
and

J. Kelton Williams
Assistant Professor ofEducation
Knox College
2 East South Street
Galesburg, IL 61401
jkwillia@knox.edu

ABSTRACT-The Great Plains is facing a pending leadership crisis as rural depopulation decreases the number of residents
who are available to serve in civic and government positions. This problem is compounded by the loss of youth populations in
rural areas. In this essay, we offer a cross-disciplinary analysis of avenues for addressing the rural leadership crisis. We bring
together work from rural demography, education policy, and civic studies to argue that civic education in rural areas needs
to be reformed specifically to train and retain rural youth for leadership positions. We use Nebraska as a case study as it has
suffered from rural decline, especially from youth depopulation; it has adopted new civic education standards as of December
2012; and Nebraska school districts have local control over the implementation of curricula. We review two competing trends
in civic education, global civics and place-based education, and reflect on the impact each of these has on preparing students
for leadership. We conclude that place-based education has the most potential for preparing students for leadership positions
and should be used in rural schools even if that requires schools to sacrifice global civics.
Key Words: civic education, place-based education, rural depopulation, rural leadership, education policy

INTRODUCTION

The rural areas of the Great Plains are on the verge of a
leadership crisis. The rates of out-migration from rural
counties, especially among the youth population, means
those areas are left with fewer citizens to fill leadership
roles in civic, government, and religious organizations.
Consequently there is a need to prepare youth for roles
as citizen leaders. However, national trends in civic education ignore or even undermine efforts to prepare rural
students to become leaders in their own communities.
Although rural life holds a special place in the American tradition and imagination, school reformers and
education scholars have for decades maintained a myo-

pic focus on the challenges faced by urban and suburban
schools. The emphasis on urban schools in education reform and scholarship is largely due to the entrenchment
of liberal and multicultural traditions that have become
the paradigm within political and educational thought. A
significant consequence of the transition to liberalism and
multiculturalism and the focus on urban school reform
is that the value of rural life and schools has been challenged. Civic education has become focused on preparing
students to be global citizens in a world that is progressive
and internationally connected (Altinay 2011). In such an
interconnected world, it is easy to see rural schools as
antiquated and poorly equipped to prepare their students
for global citizenship.
This essay brings together several areas of study to

Manuscript received for review, April 2013;
accepted for publication, May 2013.

127

128

suggest possible avenues for addressing this leadership
crisis and preparing rural students for civic life. By pulling together the work of rural demographers, education
policy makers, and scholars of civic education, we focus
on the particular needs faced by rural communities and
strategies for addressing rural leadership via secondary
education. First, we argue that a genuine tension exists between cultivating traditional, rural values on the
one hand and liberal, multicultural, global values on the
other. Understanding how this tension is manifested in
public schools is essential to developing sound strategies
for rural school reform. Second, the virtues of rural life
are essential for citizens of those communities. Therefore
rural school reform efforts must consider place-based
education as central to teaching civics, even if doing so
is inconsistent with the liberal and multicultural goals of
urban school reform movements. Promoting local, placebased civic education in rural schools is necessary to
avoid the continued decimation of rural towns.
In order to see the dynamics and tensions between
rural and urban civic education, we use Nebraska as a
case study. Focusing on the education policies of one state
allows for a more detailed analysis of the types of policy
problems that arise in rural areas. Although each state
within the Great Plains faces its own particular challenges
regarding rural leadership, this analysis raises themes that
are familiar to many rural communities in states across
the Plains. Because civic education has historically been
rooted in the social studies, we have chosen Nebraska as it
has recently adopted new social studies standards. Moreover Nebraska has also experienced a high rate of outmigration among its rural youth population. Our analysis
shows that the type of civic education that has recently
been approved in Nebraska continues to pay too little attention to the particular challenges of providing differentiated civic education, but we point to strategies that could
be profitably used to overcome those limitations.
THE PENDING LEADERSHIP CRISIS

That America's rural areas have seen a decline in population in recent years is oflittle surprise. This depopulation
trend has been especially felt in the Great Plains, with
72% of the rural counties having experienced decreases
in population between 1970 and 2000 (Cantrell 2005;
Walser and Anderlik 2004). In Nebraska, this loss has
been acutely felt, especially among the youth population
in rural counties. As Randolph Cantrell has detailed,
among the most rural counties in the state, meaning those
with a population center of2,500 residents or less, the de-
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cline among residents 18 and under was 22%. In the most
extreme case of Grant County, the youth population declined by 45.9%. This makes the median age of residents
in Grant County 52.6, compared to the state median age
of 37.3 (Cantrell201Oa, 1).
The declining youth population in rural counties
points toward a looming leadership crisis. Although these
counties are experiencing depopulation, the number of
government and leadership positions within these counties have remained stable or have actually increased. As
Cantrell has demonstrated, rural areas in Nebraska face a
severely limited pool of potential leaders (201Ob). Taking
together the number of leadership positions in government offices and those in voluntary organizations (such
as fire departments, rescue squads, church congregations,
farm bureaus, and charitable organizations), and assuming only those over age 18 may hold these positions, the
ratio of potential residents to leadership roles is 83: 1 statewide. Not surprisingly, there are dramatic differences
depending on the population size within a county. Metropolitan areas have a much larger pool to draw from, with
a ratio of 103:1 while the most sparsely populated frontier
counties (those with fewer than 6 residents per square
mile) have only 40 residents per leadership role (Cantrell
201Ob, 4). As more youth leave their rural counties the
pool will only decrease. This means that many rural residents will have to assume multiple roles, likely resulting
in leadership fatigue and a lack of innovative ideas.
Compounding the problems facing rural citizens is
that they are also more likely to suffer from feelings of political inefficacy. In 2012 rural Nebraskans were surveyed
about how much control they feel that they have over their
own lives. Among residents in the smallest towns (population 500 or less) 32% agreed that most people are powerless to control their own lives, compared with 24% of
residents in towns of 10,000 or more (Vogt et al. 2012, 22).
Those from the smallest towns were also less optimistic
about the prospects of improving their communities in the
future. In the smallest towns 40% of residents reported
that they believed their community would be either better
off or much better off in 10 years, compared with 47% of
residents in towns of 10,000 or more (Vogt et al. 2012,21).
In order to help combat this feeling of powerlessness
and to motivate and support citizens to assume leadership roles, education within rural areas needs to focus
on training and empowering young citizens within those
communities. It is necessary that the types of leadership
programs that are developed do not simply teach abstract
skills or values such as civic engagement or patriotism
but actually focus on the needs of local communities.
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Certainly some leadership skills will easily transfer from
one community to another. To use civic engagement as
an example, all students may benefit from learning about
the importance of being an active member of the community. In order for students to translate those lessons into
actual skills to benefit their communities, instruction on
civic engagement needs to be grounded in methods of
organization and rooted in the particular concerns faced
by individual localities. Students in an urban Omaha
classroom may profit most from learning about how to
lead a culturally diverse mission to combat hunger among
the homeless population. But a student in a rural town
in the Nebraska Panhandle would likely benefit from a
program that teaches students how to navigate state and
federal programs concerning sustainable irrigation of
crops. Teaching students abstract leadership skills without reference to a particular situation or context in which
they would need to use those skills will likely do them no
harm, but neither would it do them much good. To understand how localized education could be used, we review
two current trends in civic education: global civics and
place-based education.
APPROACHES TO TEACHING
TO CIVIC EDUCATION

Before considering the specifics of either global citizenship or place-based education, it is important to point out
that civic education in the United States carries significant
historical baggage that provides a subtext to the current
debate. Civic education has been used for many purposes,
including social reform, cultural transmission and assimilation, segregation, and inclusion. Teaching a student
how to be a good citizen also entails teaching them how
to be good generally. Those behaviors, values, and skills
are often culturally defined and highly contested. Devising a curriculum that addressed civic values became
increasingly difficult as awareness of the country's pluralism expanded across racial, ethnic, religious, political,
economic, gender, and sexual lines. Although the global
civic education and place-based education discussed here
may approach civics from opposite ends of the geographic
spectrum, they both seek to move the discussion beyond
identifying common values toward developing strategies
for engagement in a pluralistic environment.
Despite the conflict and controversy surrounding civic
education, educators, policy makers, and reformers continue to develop new models of civic education. Among
the current trends that attempt to move the discussion in
a different direction are global civics (also called global
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citizenship) and place-based education. Although the proponents of global citizenship education certainly do not
speak with one voice in terms of ideology, pedagogy, or
curriculum, they generally emphasize human rights, deliberation, tolerance, equality, and social justice and rely
on communication technology as a primary pedagogical
tool to help students learn about and connect with people
and cultures from around the globe (Osler and Vincent
2002; Rubin and Giarelli 2007; Camicia and Zhu 2012;
Marino and Hayes 2012). Proponents argue that the goal
is not to establish a unifying set of values that define good
global citizenship. Instead students learn how to engage
people of different cultures and beliefs through mutual
respect and discourse. Ideally the skills learned through a
global civic education would translate to the experiences
of students in their daily lives as they are faced with conflict and engage with people from diverse backgrounds.
At the same time civic education is designed to foster a
broader dialogue that would build cultural bridges and
promote a peaceful process through which to address
global conflicts (Reich 2012, 464).
As is true of all reforms and approaches to education,
global civics is not without its critics and opponents. Few
would argue with the ultimate goals of promoting peace,
equality, and toleration in solving geopolitical problems.
On the edge of the spectrum are conspiratorial fears that
global civic education is ultimately designed to promote
a unified global state (Rapoport 2010). Other critiques are
more concerned with the implications of global civics on
national identity and citizenship. This argument follows
that global civic education leaves little room for students
to learn about the institutions, processes, and values of
citizenship in the United States (Rapoport 2010, 180;
Torres 2002, 372). With regard to actual pedagogy there
are concerns as to whether or not enough teachers would
have the global perspective necessary to teach effectively
a global civic curriculum (Merryfield and Kasai 2004,
354; Rapoport 2010, 182). Our critique of global civic education is based neither on philosophy nor on pedagogy.
Global citizenship education has a place in public schools
and can offer value to curricula and the educational betterment of students. Rarely in education, however, are
reforms or practices applicable in every community
and every learning environment. For instance, the dependence on technology makes integrating a global
citizenship curriculum particularly difficult in a rural
school district, where technological infrastructure and
resources are often scarce. Aside from the infrastructural
challenges, the depopulation problems facing rural areas
that we have discussed are such that a civic curriculum
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that focuses on local civic engagement offers a valuable
opportunity to develop knowledge and skills that could
overlap with global civic education, but also help to foster
civic engagement and leadership at the local level.
The other major trend in civic education is the placebased education movement. In contrast to global civic education, place-based education incorporates translatable
skills like deliberation, engagement, and organization into
a curriculum that looks at the unique characteristics, virtues, and challenges of the community in which a school is
located (Smith 2002,31). As in our consideration of global
citizenship education, we do not argue that place-based
education is a silver bullet solution to civic education in all
learning environments. With the challenges facing rural
school districts, and the drain of young people from rural
to urban areas, a place-based civic education would provide for a curriculum that could overcome obstacles stemming from limited technological resources. The approach
could also provide students with a foundation of skills to
reform their communities from within rather than feeling
the need to flee to greener pastures.
The place-based education movement has evolved over
the last century and has been used in various forms. In the
early 20th century, Arthur Dunn, an early leader in social
studies education, developed a community civics courseintended for freshmen-that focused on identifying and
engaging with local community problems. Dunn published
a number of textbooks for the course, including an edition
targeted specifically at rural areas that enjoyed positive
reviews and wide distribution in the second decade of the
20th century. Several competing texts based on Dunn's
model appeared at the same time, but as schools evolved
in response to the national and international pressures of
the coming decades, the existence of community civics in
the high school curriculum eroded until it was virtually
nonexistent by the 1950s (Evans 2004, 29).
In 1966 Elliot Wiggins, an English teacher at a small
private school in northern Georgia, engaged his students
in a writing activity that focused on the local Appalachian oral and historical tradition. The consequence of
this exercise was the publication of the Foxfire magazine.
To some extent the Foxfire project could be considered
the foundation of the modem place-based education
movement. Environmental groups adopted and adapted
Wiggins's localized and experiential curriculum-with
its attachment to rural areas in the Appalachian mountains-in developing their own curricula (Resor 2010,
187) It has only been in the last decade, however, that
significant efforts to return place-based education to the
public schools has appeared in scholarship or school reform efforts.
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Given the localized nature of place-based learning
and the organic nature with which it has evolved, providing a precise definition of what place-based learning
is-and, equally importantly, what it is not-proves to be
a nebulous task. General recurring themes in place-based
education include an examination of the social, economic,
political, natural, and cultural artifacts of a community;
an emphasis on interdisciplinary, hands-on, and experiential learning modalities; the development of deliberative
and critical thinking skills; and the promotion of engagement, awareness, and problem solving at the local level.
Central to the philosophical foundation of place-based
learning is ensuring that the identity associated with place
emerges from the experiences of the students, rather than
being imposed by the teacher (McInerney et al. 2010,4).
Examples might include reading literature by local authors or about the community and using that to explore
a social dynamic or natural phenomenon that shapes the
community. For the purposes of rural leadership the objectives could range from class or individual projects that
research local policies to efforts to undertake a project
that actually reforms or transforms the community.
In the eyes of proponents the greatest virtue of placebased education is also its greatest obstacle. In an era of
standardization and assessment, identifying objectives
that are easily tested is difficult. Therefore teachers might
be reluctant to spend time on projects and activities that
would not directly improve test scores. The obvious rebuttal brings into question whether the purpose of education is securing higher test scores or educating the whole
child (Jennings et al. 2005, 46). A place-based curriculum
also requires a significant effort on the part of teachers to
research avenues of local engagement and to coordinate
an interdisciplinary curriculum. And given the historical
precedence of localism perpetuating discrimination and
isolationism, a locally centered civic curriculum might
raise questions about its ability to prevent the potential
negative consequences of localism. To the extent that
place-based education can be implemented, states need
to provide the ability for local school districts to have
a role in designing and assessing their own curriculum.
However, giving the state a role in supporting and approving place-based projects may help alleviate some of the
problems associated with local curricula.
The tension between place-based and global civic education is not invariably irreconcilable. There have been
efforts dating back to at least the Progressive Era to write
textbooks and establish curricula that allow students to
connect the rights and responsibilities of citizens from
the. local to the global context (Dunn 1907). Furthermore,
the debate over the geographic structure of civic educa-
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tion has served to drive the evolution of the social studies
curriculum since the Progressive Era (Evans 2004). These
efforts at civic education were often mired in localism, regionalism, racial prejudice, and xenophobia. The inability
to exorcise these historical ghosts from the civics curriculum is at least partly to blame for the fall of citizenship
education from a cardinal principle of public schooling in
the early 20th century to at best a secondary purpose in
the social studies curriculum.
Beyond the historical dynamics increasing the tension between place-based and global civics curricula,
there are significant theoretical implications that cannot
be overlooked in terms of the type of citizenship that each
embraces. A central construct of citizenship is the idea
of membership. Civic education is designed to instruct
students as to the rights, laws, values, and norms of the
members of a society. Through civic education students
essentially are taught to recognize good members from
bad-and, equally importantly, members from nonmembers. Through place-based education students explore the
unique natural, cultural, political, and historical characteristics of their community in order to better understand
the identity and responsibilities of membership in their
community. With regard to global citizenship membership is essentially existential. Everyone is a citizen, and
students learn to value commonality and deliberation
across cultures.
What is at tension between a local versus a global
ci.vics curriculum is identity. In global civics identity is
muted in favor of multicultural awareness, discourse,
and conflict resolution. In place-based civics identity is
highlighted to promote community engagement, environmental awareness, and cultural appreciation. These two
approaches to teaching citizenship may not be entirely
irreconcilable; however, it seems quite difficult from a
pedagogical standpoint to get all actors involved in the
educational process to grasp a model of civics that both
highlights identity and minimizes it. Consequently civic
education in most states has been watered down to a bland
national idea that focuses on the institutions of government and such mechanics of citizenship as individual
rights, voting, obeying the law, and patriotism.
For students in rural schools the message of global civics is that rights and responsibilities are defined universally
rather than locally. This perspective contributes to the idea
that opportunities for success and the ability to contribute
to the world lie elsewhere, not necessarily in one's own rural community. However, by employing a place-based curriculum, students can be taught that their identity is rooted
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in their own community and that they have the power and
responsibility to shape that community. Again this is not
to say that place-based education should always exclude
a global perspective; however, given the limited time and
resources for social studies, if rural schools want to train
and retain leaders for their communities, place-based education is a more promising resource.
CIVIC EDUCATION IN NEBRASKA

Nebraska is a state where place-based education may be
profitably and more easily implemented because the state
provides an unusual amount of latitude for local school
districts to design their own curricula and assessments.
Following the passage of No Child Left Behind, many
states opted to standardize tests across their districts. By
contrast, Nebraska allowed each school district to design
its own method for identifying learning objectives and
also measuring and reporting learning outcomes. Nebraska's School-based, Teacher-led Assessment and Reporting
System (STARS) is one of the only teacher-directed assessment programs in the country. Districts that develop
their own local standards submit them to the state Department of Education to demonstrate that they are equal or
more rigorous than the state guidelines (Roschewski 2004,
10). Beginning in 2008 the legislature began to transition
control of assessment of reading and math from the local
to the state level, but social studies remains under the control of local school districts (Roschewski 2008, 6).
Nebraska regularly revisits its state guidelines, and
a new set of statewide social studies standards were approved by the State Board of Education in December
2012. The standards cover civics, economics, geography,
and history. The process of developing the new curriculum was not without controversy. The most contentious
standards, which garnered a record response during the
period for public comment, involved whether to teach climate change as a fact or theory, and also whether to teach
that the United States is an exceptional nation (Reist 2012).
School districts across the state have one year to adopt the
new standards or submit local standards for approval.
The new social studies standards are intended to provide a basis for teaching students about the rights and
responsibilities associated with citizenship. Although
citizenship is often referred to within the standards as
being multilayered-involving local, state, national, and
international levels-the main emphasis is placed on
citizenship at the national level rooted in knowledge of
American history and founding documents. The stated
purpose of the standards is
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flow of people from rural to urban environments only accelerated as the industrial revolution exploded and civic
reforms made cities cleaner, safer, and more habitable.
Because of the general improvement in the quality of
life available in urban areas and the economic and political capital enjoyed by industries located in larger cities,
some observers argue it is not worth the time or resources
to preserve small towns or small schools (Pasley 1986;
Popper and Popper 1987). However, those small towns
contain some of our country's most precious natural resources, are the location of our farms and food sources,
and are home to citizens who have a right to keep their
communities. It is important for members of those towns
to train new leaders to keep those places thriving, but
more broadly to train students to be the stewards of those
natural resources. The maintenance of rural towns is
linked to the prosperity of urban centers, and to abandon
those rural communities to a slow death by out-migration
profits neither rural nor urban dwellers.
In this vein, handcuffing school districts to rigid state
standards that are designed, in part, to satisfy federal mandates sends a subtle but powerful message to students in
small communities that their towns are simply the places
in which they learn. In other words the lessons oflife and
the ideas and events that are worth learning have happened
elsewhere and are relayed to small towns through education and media. Nebraska's emphasis on teaching students
"to become young patriots ... who are prepared to preserve, protect and defend freedom and democracy in our
nation and in the world" (NSBE 2012, i) emphasizes that
the ideals and duties of citizenship are defined at the national and international levels, not by local communities.
Place-based learning offers an important and necessary
counterpoint to give students the opportunity to become
meaningfully engaged in their own communities and to
explore opportunities for shaping the policies and places
where they live. When students feel empowered and connected to their own communities they are less likely to
feel as though their only opportunities exist outside their
hometowns. If the purpose of civic education is to teach
students to be responsible citizens, we need to begin by
teaching students how to be citizens of their communities-with all the rights and responsibilities that entails.
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